Despite the challenges of overwhelming poverty, characterised by poor housing, ill health and shortened lifespans, Cape Town's black population of the early twentieth century actively pursued lifestyles that might be described as respectable. But respectability was expensive and poverty stood in the way of some of its most essential elements: cleanliness, sexual restraint, sobriety, and the creation of nuclear and gendered households. Black respectability, therefore, could not simply replicate that of the dominant white bourgeoisie.
Introduction
This paper asks whether Cape Town's poor of the interwar years had values and a way of life that might be described as 'respectable'. In most histories of colonial societies, respectability is seen as the preserve of elites, both black and white, with the former largely imitative of the latter. Historians of Cape Town have argued that respectability was integral to the ruling ideology of the city's dominant white and English-speaking bourgeoisie. Indeed, the ideology, which had its roots in Britain, could be seen to have served as a historical bridge 1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at Leiden University to celebrate the brilliant career of Professor Robert Ross. I am grateful to participants of that workshop, as well as to members of the Wits History Workshop and the Department of History at the University of South Africa for their insightful comments. I am especially indebted to Ruth Watson, Nicholas Southey and Angus Lockyer for their critical reading of respective drafts. This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/ the competition for resources in the wake economic change, more rapid and deeper in South Africa than elsewhere on the continent. During the first half of the twentieth century the South African state by and large succeeded in eliminating multiracial poverty; from this time on, poverty was identified with blackness. 17 The nature and extent of black poverty attracted the attention of a range of contemporary observers, including church leaders, liberal commentators and university academics. Furthermore, two major government commissionsthe Native Economic Commission (1932) and the Wilcocks Commission into coloured poverty (1937) -investigated questions of black standards of living.
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In Cape Town, as elsewhere, poverty manifested itself in a number of ways, but poor housing, ill health and shortened lifespans were among the most obvious manifestations.
From the very beginning of the twentieth century, when reliable figures on health and mortality became more readily available, it was clear that the black population suffered ill health and premature mortality vastly in excess of their white counterparts. In 1903, for example, the main 'preventable diseases' -tuberculosis, bronchitis, and pneumonia -were responsible for 3.35 deaths per thousand among the country's white population; for the black population, by contrast, the figure was 19.02 per thousand, nearly six times as high. At the same time, tuberculosis alone killed 8.09 per thousand people of the Colony's black population. So widespread was the incidence of tuberculosis that a government commission was appointed to investigate the origins and repercussions of the disease. 19 always used to describe the former slaves, indigenous Khoisan and the descendants of these groups who had coalesced into a single underclass during the second half of the nineteenth century. The term was only one of a number of words used to describe such peoples, but one that became increasingly commonplace, and was, importantly, taken up by the more elite members of this class as a form of self-identification. (See V. Bickford-Smith, 'Black ethnicities, communities, and political expression in late Victorian Cape Town', JAH, 36, 3, 1995, 443-65, esp. p. 452; M. Adhikari, '" The product of civilisation in its most repellent manifestation": ambiguities in the racial perceptions of the APO (African Political Organisation), 1909-1923', JAH, 38, 2, 1997, 283-300, p. 285.) The term 'African' is used to refer to first-language speakers of Bantu languages. As used here, these descriptors do not, of course, denote reified racial categories, but it is important to recognise that the forms of statesponsored racial discrimination ensured that the lived experiences of Africans and coloureds could differ significantly. 17 Poor diets aside, by far the greatest source of ill health and inflated mortality was to be found in a severe shortage of housing, as a result of which the city's poor were left to endure conditions that were both overcrowded and highly infectious. During the first half of the twentieth century, Cape Town experienced a fully-fledged housing crisis. 23 The crisis had its origins in the nineteenth century, but a severe housing shortage became especially apparent during the last decade of the century when new employment opportunities in the docks and related industries attracted large numbers of migrants from the countryside. It was in the heart of the city, in the area that became known as District Six, where the worst conditions were most visible. In the aftermath of the South African War (1899-1902) much of the vacant land on the slopes of Devil's Peak and many of the houses once owned by substantial slaveowning families were acquired by a new landlord class who were able to earn substantial profits by squeezing ever more people into their properties.
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Houses in the city centre thus became rapidly and severely overcrowded. This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/ children were vital to the economic survival of black families. In many cases, these were the only sources of income. 48 While African women found employment opportunities in the brewing of beer, the sale of foodstuffs, and the taking in of laundry, coloured women were overwhelmingly tied to domestic labour, greater employment opportunities in factories notwithstanding. 49 In 1921 some 50,000 women, or about 32 per cent of the total coloured female workforce in the Cape, were employed in poorly paid domestic service. Only 6,000
women worked in industry. 50 Children, too, were often forced to contribute to household earnings. 51 Limited educational opportunities propelled black children into paid work at a young age. Most commonly, young coloured boys sold newspapers -these 'Argie boys', so called after the newspaper for which they worked, the Cape Argus, could earn about 6s. per week, but boys and girls also earned money by hawking fruit, vegetable and wood, or by serving as lookouts for illicit liquor sellers.
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Despite these labouring efforts, low wages ensured that Cape Town's black population suffered overwhelming poverty, levels of which deepened in the aftermath of the First World War, and further still during the years of the Great Depression. Indeed, the term 'wage', argued Bishop Sydney Lavis, was a misnomer since the remuneration received by unskilled labourers was no more than 'payment' as it bore 'no relation to a decent living.' 53 It was not merely that low wages ensured the poverty of the city's black population; it was that poverty defined their entire existence.
In search of respectability
For such poor, chronically sick, malnourished, and poorly housed persons, respectability was hard to come by. Cape Town's more liberal commentators assumed that the general conditions under which the city's black population lived -especially the related circumstances of poverty and poor housing -stood in the way of respectability. Town, 23 per cent of coloured children were said to be born out of wedlock in the five years leading up to 1935, a rate that was four times higher than that of the white population, but somewhat lower than the figure of 50 per cent for African births in towns in the Union as a whole, where the social premium placed on women's fertility outweighed concerns over 'illegitimacy'.
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In the eyes of Cape Town's bourgeois commentators, one of the most dire consequences of low male wages and poverty was that women were propelled into wage labour and thus away from domestic responsibilities. These concerns have to be understood within the context of developments in Britain. During the first half the twentieth century, the British state actively disseminated an ideology of domesticity throughout British workingclass life. Closely related to this was an 'ideology of childhood'. Thus British working class women were given lessons in cleanliness, hygiene, thrift, and temperance, while girls were 'educated' in the arts of domestic science and 'home-making.' At the heart of this ideological package was the idea that a woman's most important duty was that of a mother and that her place was in the home. Here she bore primarily responsibility for raising children in happy, clean, and healthy environments. This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/ special targets of their efforts; as Deborah Gaitskell has shown, missionary activity in Johannesburg was imbued with a domestic vision for African families, one in which African women were mothers and 'housewives', the latter concept alien to rural African society of the nineteenth century. On this front, the missionaries had some success. African women imbibed the language of domesticity and can be seen to have fought for it, in no small measure due to the fact that the message 'resonated both with the pre-Christian family role of African women and their post-industrial daily experience.' To such women the ideology of domesticity brought prestige, respect and the mechanisms with which to defend families under threat of disintegration. 66 The missionary vision, however, pressed up against the economic realities of the Great Association, the organisation founded by white liberals in Johannesburg and which adapted the model of the Girl Guides to urban African '"needs"' so as to impart lessons in home-This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/ making, domesticity, and respectability. 70 The Wayfarers were especially concerned with issues of 'morality' in the face of 'temptations' offered by the city, and those behind the Association saw the opportunity of 'getting at the girls one by one.' 'pathetically brave fight' to meet these specifically gendered demands of 'home-making', it was one that they had lost:
The proper performance of the function of the mother as homemaker presupposes that the husband earns enough to meet, at least the essential household requirements, but the weekly income of the family is very often too small for even an approximate satisfaction of elementary needs. The task of the homemaker is made even more difficult when the earnings of the husband are so inadequate that she has to eke out the family income by washing or some other wage-earning employment. When working away from home she has, as a rule, no opportunity of properly preparing food for the family; indeed she has neither the time nor the energy for wage-earning as well as home-making and the training of her children, even if she is competent to fulfil the latter functions. But these stated principles ran up against others, namely, segregation, control and containment. In the first instance, the state was determined to control the 'influx' of Africans into urban areas, and especially the movement of African women into towns. Though the Native (Urban Areas) Act recognised that Africans had become permanent residents of urban areas, the Act's guiding principle was that Africans would be allowed to remain in towns only for as long as they served the needs of white industry and white households. This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/ were herded together like swine.' 81 Overseeing the township was a Superintendent who was tasked with keeping the 'natives under his charge healthy, cleanly, and orderly.' 82 In the event of 'any disturbance', police could 'close the gates and isolate the inhabitants.' 83 But authorities clearly believed that these attempts at control were entirely compatible with elements of respectability. Thus occupants were to be subjected to cleaning regimes that resembled industrial operations: once every three weeks the barracks were to undergo 'complete cleaning and disinfecting,' during which time the men's bunks were 'taken out and scrubbed, their entire room cleansed and re-whitewashed and disinfected, and all their clothes and gear taken to the sterilising station and treated.' Single men had access to 'a set of baths with a copious supply of water.' 84 Attached to one of the washing rooms was a large 'disinfecting room.'
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Respectability from above
85
In the end, the state's concerns with influx control and social containment outweighed the ideal of respectability, a nuclear household comprising husband, wife, and children.
Influx control put paid to the demographic basis for this version of respectability. Although the construction of married quarters commenced in mid-1927, these were very limited, initially comprising only six two-roomed houses that were segregated from the quarters for single men. 86 By September 1930 Langa had married accommodation for 300 people only.
Access to these quarters was strictly controlled and could involve criminal prosecution. Ida Sikupela, for example, was initially fined £5 or twenty-one days imprisonment with hard labour for refusing to vacate a house in the married quarters when municipal authorities declared her to be a 'widow' following her husband's extended absence. 87 Through to the This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/ as 1941, only 600 of the adult men lived in married accommodation. 88 In 1957, at which time apartheid-era officials decided that the 'future development of Langa shall be for single male natives only,' the township had 1,764 adult female residents as against 24,277 men. It was in the development of coloured housing townships towards the end of the 1920s
and in the course of the 1930s that the local state had greater success in putting in place the material basis of respectability. The area of Athlone was identified as suitable for the establishment of such housing schemes, all of which were firmly based on the principle of segregation. 95 The most important schemes, those at Bokmakirie and Sunnyside, were planned 'exclusively for the occupation of non-Europeans.'
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Housing developments such as the one at Bokmakirie unambiguously sought to create a respectable coloured citizenry. The township was meant to represent a transition from the 'depressing squalor' and 'dark vermin-infested hovels of the slums' to 'clean little cottages with a bit of a garden plot.' The scheme was aimed at families 'whose economic circumstances had made it previously impossible for them to escape from slum tenements.'
Bokmakirie was built around two-and three-bedroomed cottages, and while only the larger ones had dedicated bathrooms, all were connected to a water-borne sewerage system. By complained about the fact that the houses had earthen floors: 'they want to have wooden floors, so as to be able to put in their good furniture,' noted one witness to the Native Economic Commission. 125 The loss of furniture to debt collectors and second-hand dealers was a constant threat, and it took some determination on the part of families to resist surrendering their acquisitions during hard times.
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The counterpoint to this vision of respectable living was that of a rampant black criminal, or 'skolly', class. As a bourgeois version of respectability so evidently failed to sink This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in with criminality and to justify the criminal sentences that would inevitably follow, the Probation Officer concluded that none of the boys were 'under proper control' and that they were 'in need of stricter discipline than any of the parents could possibly exercise.' The judicial outcome was thus predictable: most were sentenced to spells of detention in the city's main reformatory at Tokai, while some were subjected to corporal punishment. 164 Magistrate
Willshire Harmer may have believed that conditions at the Tokai Reformatory were 'healthy This is the accepted version of an article that will be published by Cambridge University Press in The Journal of African History: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-african-history/allissues Accepted version downloaded from SOAS Research Online: http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/25963/
Conclusion
Low wages, unemployment, limited education, poor housing, dreadful overcrowding, ill health, and shortened lifespans were the hallmarks of poverty endured by Cape Town's black population during the era of segregation. Each of these factors stood in the way of respectability.
In the hope of establishing a stable and docile black citizenry, the state responded to these circumstances by seeking to impose respectability from above. But in the African 'locations' such as N'dabeni and Langa, state-imposed respectability floundered. This version of respectability, predicated upon the principle of 'influx control' and the construction of townships for the sole occupation of single men, failed to take root. One of the reasons for the failure was that Africans resented having their domestic arrangements decided for them. In coloured townships such as Bokmakirie, respectability from above initially appeared to bear fruit, as residents took to living in idealised, clean, and nuclear households. But this was a very fragile respectability, quickly strangled by encroaching poverty.
By contrast, it was respectability as constituted from below, by the poor themselves, which was most enduring. For respectability was about earning the respect of one's peers, and in this regard Cape Town's poor were no different from those further up the economic ladder. Certainly, the poor could not simply replicate the respectability of the dominant white bourgeoisie, for the gulf that separated the respective beneficiaries and victims of stateenforced segregation was too wide. But it was in and among the dwellings of the mass of Cape Town's poor black population that respectability was more actively pursued than anywhere else. Ironically, it was also here that respectability was most invisible to contemporary white observers in search of the version with which they were familiar; with rare exceptions, they found a version that they could neither understand nor recognise. To be sure, the poor showed attachment to values that would have been recognisable to the city's dominant class. Cleanliness was perhaps first among these, despite coming at a very high price, but other elements of intimate life, such as the widespread prevalence of conception out of wedlock, were incompatible with bourgeois understandings of respectability. Most starkly, widespread criminality was not merely deemed to be lacking in respectability, but offered a direct challenge to the established order. And yet, 'skollydom', far from being the
